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’Queer’ is a complicatedword. It’s used today to describe anyone who doesn’t easilyfit into the place carved out for them in the mainstream, heterosexual world. Originally it was a slur, an insult,that was used to draw attention to someone’s difference and make themfeel ashamed, or threatened. That still happens sometimes,but queer has now become one of a number of words which non-heterosexual people can use to describethemselves and their community. Alongside queer you may find the words lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans, which are often 


represented together as LGBTQ+. 


The queer community hasn’t alwaysexisted. Fora long, long time queer people were, and in many parts of the world continue to be, cruelly oppressed. Laws making it legal forgay men and womento exist openly are veryrecent developments in many countries, and in many others being queer is still illegal. In some places it‘s punishable by death. Even in places where LGBTQ+ people are protected by law, they can run into discriminationand prejudice on a daily basis. Being queer in those circumstances 


 


is very lonely, and very scary. 


Homophobia can takea number of differentforms, from being denied service in a bar or restaurant to being refusedtreatment in hospital; from being made to feel uncomfortableholding hands witha partner to verbalor physical assault. Trans people inparticular have often been the targets of horrendous 


and tragic acts of violence. LGBTQ+parades and 


marches can themselves become targetsof 


aggression, disrupted byhomophobic violence from 


those who refuse to accept the sight of queer people 


celebrating their identities.  


And yet,people still organise parades, and people 


still come. The rainbow ﬂag – the universal symbol 


of the LGBTQ+community– still ﬂies,even in places 


where being seen holding it can lead to arrest, 


torture, or worse. Some years ago, queer people 


around the world realised that speaking out inthe 


face of homophobic abuse was better than keeping 


quiet, however scary that might be. 


This book is about the way queer people learned


that lesson. It’sabout the struggles they faced, and 


continue to face, across history. It’sabout the birth 


of the queer rights movement, andthe community 


that emergedas a result.It’sabout the brave 


individuals and groups who stood up and told the 


world how unfairlythey were being treated, and 


about how they blazed a trail for others to follow.


This book is about the ways queer people found 


 


to connectto each other, and build a worldfor 


themselves within a larger social system where 


they were not welcome. It’s about legendary 


activists who took a stand, and about how they 


gave otherscourage to take their own stands, 


however big or small. 


Because no matterits size, everyact ofresistance 


against the mainstream is in itself a revolution.


THIS BOOK IS ABOUT THE FIGHT 


FOR QUEER RIGHTS.
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The Stonewall


 

Riots
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On 28 June 1969, 


around one o’clock in 


the morning, New York 


City Police raided the 


Stonewall Inn, a bar 


in Greenwich Village, 


New York, USA. 
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Thatwasn’t easy to do in New York at the time.Laws about same-sex relationships and how people were supposed to look and behave made being queer extremely dangerous.Sex between two men or two women was illegal in New York,and people could be stopped by the police and arrested if they were wearing fewer than three items of clothing that the police thought Many bars and 


were appropriate for their gender. 


Even the smallest act, such as men holding hands in public, could result in a prison sentence.Against this background, it was very hard for queer people,and trans people in particular,to feel free to look how they wanted to look,or to be 


 


the person they wanted to be. 


Many bars and businesses refused to serve queer people and could fire their employees if they even 


suspected they might be queer.


People had to keep their sexuality secret and pretend to be straight, because if anyone found out they could lose be queer


their jobs, their friends and even their family. 


Gay bars likethe Stonewall Inn were safe spaces where everyone could look as much like a man,woman or anything in between as they liked,where people could step out of a world in which being themselves was impossible and spend 


some time among friendly faces and bright lights.


Theywere lively, welcoming places where,for a few hours,queer people could escape the hatred, bullying and abuse they experienced in their 


day-to-day lives.


But wider society didn’t likethe idea of having queer people in the City, and didn’t want them to haveplaces to gather. TheNYC Police regularly raided the gay bars in Greenwich Village,looking for reasons to close them down – and on 28 June,they tried to close the Stonewall Inn.A police van pulledup outside,and officers poured into the bar, pushing and shoving people around. Customers who resisted, or who the police simply didn’t like, were arrested and bundled outside 


to the van in handcuffs.


businesses refused to  serve queer people and could fire employees if they suspected they might  

S


tonewall was a gay bar; a place 


where lesbians, gay men, 


bisexual, trans and other queer 


people went to dance, have fun 


and express themselves.
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The freedom of the evening was over;the straight world had come to shut down the party,to show queer people again that 


they weren’t welcome. 


People started to get scared. And then they got angry.


Twoleading figures of the queer community realised it was time to make a stand.Marsha P.Johnson,a drag queen and black transwoman,and Sylvia Rivera,a Latina trans woman,were both well-known and well-loved for being loud and proud on the New York queer scene.Sylvia had been born in New York City, while Marsha had lived in New York since 1963, and both were well used to mistreatment at the hands of the police.When they saw what was happening to their friends at Stonewall,they decided they‘d had enough. They began shouting at the police,screaming at them to stop,encouraging the crowds to act, to stand up against the 


harassment and bullying.


While police continued to push customers out of the bar, and to arrest those who resisted,a crowd began to gather.Onlookers watched in silence as drag queens and other peoplethey knew and loved were carted into the van.Atone point,the police pulled Stormé DeLarverie,a black queer woman,out of the bar. DeLarverie was furious and struggled with thepolice.She looked at the silent faces of the crowd around herand started shouting at them, asking them to help,asking them why they were standing still: ’Why don’t you do something?’. People began to shout back at the police,yelling for them to let her go.Theanger spread through the crowds.


People started to move, to organise.


As Marsha, Sylvia and others began to fight back, people joined them. Over the next six days,thousands of queer people took to the streets to protest against the hatred and mistreatment 


they’d experienced all their lives.


Thisuprising became known as the Stonewall Riots, and its impact 


was to be far greater than anyone could ever have imagined. 


She looked at the silent faces of the crowd around her  and started shouting at them, asking them to help, asking them why they were 


standing still


Over the next six days, thousands  of queer people  took to the streets to protest against the hatred and mistreatment  they’d experienced 


all their lives
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To understand the source 


of the outrage and anger 


that led to Stonewall, we 


need to dig a little further 


back in history ...



A Queer 

 




NewWorld
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Society was suspicious of ’otherness’,and 


regarded queer people as deviant or 


abnormal. Queerness was often associated 


with disease,and was approached 


as a problem to be dealt with, 


 was a German 


or cured. Europeans then carried 


those prejudices with them as they 


claimed other parts of the world for 


their own. Asthey imposed colonial 


rule around the world, they took 


their laws,their norms and their 


prejudices with them. 


Because of those prejudices,for over 


a hundred years before the Stonewall 


Riots,queer people in many parts of 


the world had lived in fear of being 


exposed. In lots of countries,being 


queer was illegal,and for a long 


time anyone who was suspected of being 


anything other than heterosexual had been 


persecuted, imprisoned or even killed. 


But the Riots were not the first 


demonstration of resistance from 


the queer community. One of the 


earliest campaigns for gay rights 


occurred in the nineteenth century,


in Germany.


Born in 1825, Karl Ulrichs was 


 


a German writer who became 


 


the first openly queer person to 


speak publicly in support of gay 


men. Unusually for the time,


Ulrichs had been very honest 


about his attraction to other men 


for many years.Heworked hard to 


Karl Ulrichs  writer who became the  first openly queer person  to speak publicly in  support of  


gay men
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During the Victorian era,  strict ideas about sexuality  and about what was proper and desirable formen and 


European culture developed 


 


women to do.
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change the attitudes of society towards people 


likehim, and has become known as one of the 


earliest queer activists.


Today,words like trans,bi or gay are well-known,


but in the 1800s there weren’t any words that 


queer people could use to describe themselves.


While they were called many things,none of 


those terms were positive and most were usually 


associated with immorality and 


disease.Ulrichs tried to change that 


by inventing a new vocabulary to 


  a vibrant, thriving queer 


describe queer people.Ulrichs called a 


man who,like him, was attracted to 


other men an Urning (or Uranian). 


A woman attracted to women he 


called an Urningin, and he had words 


for bisexual and intersex people too.


While Ulrichs’ words have gone out of 


fashion and are seldom used today,


they represent the first time a queer 


person tried to name themselves in a 


positive way 


–a very powerful thing 


to do.


In 1867, at the Congress of German 


Jurists in Munich, Germany, Ulrichs 


made a remarkable speech. Arguing 


that society’streatment of queer 


people was unjust and unfair, Ulrichs said that 


laws used to send gay men to prison should be 


changed. While Ulrichs wasn’t able to overturn 


these laws,the fact that he was prepared to 


stand up in front of politicians and judges to 


makehis case made many people in the audience 


 


In the  1920s,  world started to open up  in Berlin, particularly within the cabaret  


scene 


start to takethe issue seriously. In the decades 


following his speech, a greater tolerance began 


spreading through Germany. People started 


openly discussing sex and sexuality, and police 


in Berlin enforced anti-gay laws less often.


By 1919, Magnus Hirschfeld, a German doctor 


concerned about the wellbeing of his gay 


patients,had opened the Institute of Sexual 


Science in Berlin, Germany, which 


became a safe place for queer people 


to meet, talk and find support or 


 


refuge if their families had turned 


against them. Soon, magazines,films 


and books about queer lifestyles 


appeared, and in the 1920s,a vibrant, 


thriving queer world started to open 


up in Berlin, particularly within the 


cabaret scene. 


Cabaret was a type of playful live performance,full of bright lights and laughter. Different acts would perform, from dancers and singers to clever comedians,all dressed in bold, glamorous costumes.Cabaret played with conventional gender rules: women would wear clothes that were normally reserved for 


 


 


 


men, liketailcoats and top hats,while men 


 


might perform in glitzy, ﬂamboyant dresses,


feathers and make-up.Itallowed queer people 


 


to throw off society’sstrict rules,and granted 


them free expression in an atmosphere of fun 


and creativity. 
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